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Mission:   
 
To make City government as efficient, effective, equitable, and accountable as possible. 
 
Background:  
 
Seattle voters established our office by a 1991 amendment to the City Charter.  The Office is an 
independent department within the Legislative branch of City government.  The City Auditor reports to 
the Chair of the City Council’s Finance and Budget Committee and has a six-year term to ensure 
his/her independence in selecting and reporting on audit projects.   
 
Internal auditing, as defined by The Institute of Internal Auditing, is: 
 

an independent, objective assurance and consulting activity designed to add value and 
improve an organization's operations.  It helps an organization accomplish its objectives by 
bringing a systematic, disciplined approach to the evaluation and improvement of the 
effectiveness of risk management, control, and governance processes.  

 
In addition to providing internal audit services, we further our mission by offering seminars to City 
managers on topics such as designing management controls, and staff rotation.  Staff rotation 
includes attracting talented individuals to City employment who may want to advance to management 
positions in operational departments, offering current City managers temporary assignments in our 
Office, and loaning audit staff to other departments for temporary assignments. 

 
How We Ensure Quality  
 
The Office’s work is generally performed in accordance with auditing standards issued by the 
Comptroller General of the United States and the Institute of Internal Auditors.  These standards 
provide guidelines for staff training, audit planning, fieldwork, quality control systems, and reporting of 
results.  In addition, the standards require that external auditors review our Office once every three 
years to ensure that we adhere to these professional standards.  
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M E M O R A N D U M 
 
DATE: April 30, 2004 
  
TO: Councilmember David Della  

Chair, Parks, Neighborhoods, and Education Committee 
  
FROM: Susan Cohen, City Auditor  
   
SUBJECT: Cost Review of Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center  
 
Our review of the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center focused on project costs from 
the conceptual planning phase as a community-managed project to its completion by the 
Department of Parks and Recreation.  The primary objectives of the review were to identify the 
factors contributing to an 86 percent increase in total project cost, and to determine the 
reasonableness of the final project cost.  Based on our review, we determined that the final 
project cost of $767,948 was significantly higher than the initial community cost estimate of 
$413,956 due to: 
 
 
 
 

An incomplete initial project cost estimate;  
Greater than anticipated construction bids and costs; and  
Higher costs associated with sustainable design.   

 
We also determined that the final project cost was reasonable compared to two other recently 
constructed Department of Parks and Recreation facilities of similar scope and size.   
 
Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center Background and Project Description 
 
The Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project and the Carkeek Park Advisory Council 
were instrumental in the development of the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center.  
Beginning in 1999, the Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project led the effort to raise 
funds for the construction of an environmental demonstration facility by renovating and 
expanding an existing 900-square foot Educational Annex Building located in Carkeek Park.1  
An important community goal was to qualify the facility as the City of Seattle’s first Gold-level 

                                                 
1 The Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project raised funds totaling $265,000 in support of the new 
Environmental Learning Center —$86,000 in private donations, $120,000 through a City Neighborhood Matching 
Fund Grant, and $59,000 from the Department of Parks and Recreation’s Neighborhood Response Fund. 
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facility under the U.S. Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) Program.   
 
During the initial planning and design phases, the Carkeek Park community leaders managed the 
project.  The Department of Neighborhoods and the Department of Parks and Recreation 
Planning Section worked closely with the community in advisory capacities.  Recognizing the 
numerous funding sources required to finance the facility and the complexity of the project 
scope, the Parks Planning Section recommended that the community transfer responsibility for 
completion of the project design and construction to the Department of Parks and Recreation.  In 
2002, the Parks Project Management Section assumed responsibility for completing the project 
design, bid process, and construction.   
 
The Environmental Learning Center consists of a large multi-purpose room for educational 
programs, a resource center, research center, kitchen, storage room, accessible restrooms, 
interpretive display area, reception area, and office space.  The U.S. Green Building Council 
certified the 1,750 square foot facility as a Gold-level LEED facility in November 2003. 
 
Project Scope, Objectives, and Methodology 
 
We initiated the cost review of the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center in response to 
concern regarding the significant increase in the total project cost.  The $767,948 final project 
cost was 86 percent higher than the Carkeek Park community’s original expectation for the 
project cost.  Our objectives were to identify factors contributing to the significant project cost 
increases, and to determine whether the total project costs were reasonable based on recent cost 
data for construction of similar City Parks capital facilities.  Our review of the Environmental 
Learning Center’s project costs included: 
 
 

 

 

 

Interviews with officials, project managers and staff from the Department of Parks and 
Recreation, the Office of Sustainability and Environment, and the Fleets and Facilities 
Department, as well as with the director of the Carkeek Watershed Community Action 
Project regarding project scope and sustainable building objectives; 
Review of the capital project financial history, focusing on project cost estimates, budgets, 
and expenditures; 
Analysis of design and construction factors that resulted in significant budget and cost 
increases; and 
Comparative cost analysis of the Environmental Learning Center and two other recently 
constructed Department of Parks and Recreation facilities of similar scope and size. 

 
Our review of the Environmental Learning Center was conducted in accordance with the 
Institute of Internal Auditors’ Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing.  We 
initiated our review in March 2003, and completed our fieldwork and data collection activities in 
August 2003.   
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Finding 1:  Incomplete Cost Estimates, Higher Than Anticipated Construction Bids, and 
LEED Program Requirements Contributed to the Substantial Increase in Project Costs  
 
Our review of the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center focused on the project’s cost 
history from its inception as a community project in 1999 to the final project cost as a completed 
Department of Parks and Recreation project in 2003.  Exhibit 1 below summarizes the project 
cost revisions that led to an overall 86 percent increase from the community’s original cost 
estimate to project completion.  (See Appendix A for more detailed project cost information.) 
 

Exhibit 1 
Summary of Total Project Cost Changes for the 

Carkeek Environmental Learning Center 
Chronology of Project  
Estimates and Costs Project Estimate/Cost 

Community’s Original Cost Estimate (October 1999)  $413,956 
Community’s Adjusted Estimate (May 2002)  $599,686 
Parks Project Management Original Estimate 
(September 2002)  $655,606 
Parks Project Management De-Scoped Estimate 
(October 2002)  $655,606 
Parks Project Management Final Estimate 
(November 2002)  $775,506 
Actual Project Cost (September 2003)  $767,948 
Project Cost Increase (Community’s Original Estimate 
to Final Construction Costs)  $353,992 
Percent Change from 1999 to 2003  86% 
Source:  Department of Parks and Recreation Project Management Section, 2003. 

 
Three factors contributed to the $353,992 cost increase for developing the Carkeek 
Environmental Learning Center.  The first contributing factor was the omission or under-
estimation of numerous project elements in the Carkeek Park community’s original 1999 project 
cost estimate of $413,956.  These elements included planning and public involvement activities, 
in-house design reviews, permit fees, building code requirements, art allocation, equipment and 
furnishings, inspections, bid process, in-house construction administration, and closeout 
procedures.  By May 2002, when the Parks Project Management Section assumed responsibility 
for the project, the community’s cost estimate increased to $599,686.  The Parks Project 
Management Section subsequently raised the cost estimate to $655,606 after completing a more 
comprehensive project assessment. 

 
The second contributing factor was the higher-than-anticipated construction bids that the 
Department of Parks and Recreation received in September 2002.  After receiving the initial 
construction bids, the Department of Parks and Recreation Project Management Section 
attempted to generate lower bids by reducing the project scope (de-scoping).  Nevertheless, the 
low bid of $540,122 received during the second bid process in November 2002 was 25 percent 
higher than the engineer’s de-scoped construction cost estimate of $431,302.  Higher than 
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estimated construction costs, including change orders, accounted for 79 percent of the project 
cost increase. 
 
The third contributing factor was the incrementally higher expense associated with the design, 
construction and documentation needed for LEED certification.  Although the total LEED cost 
could not be fully determined due to limited data, we were able to identify costs for LEED 
design documentation and several discrete LEED features such as the photovoltaic panels, a rain 
collection cistern, and some energy-saving heating and electrical devices.2  The identified 
incremental LEED cost was $57,306, or 7 percent of the $767,948 total project cost.  
 
Incremental LEED costs for other large-scale City of Seattle facilities currently range up to 4.5 
percent of total project costs.3  The comparatively higher 7 percent incremental LEED cost for 
the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center can be attributed to its smaller size, which did 
not allow for the economies of scale that can be achieved in constructing the City’s larger-scale 
facilities.   
 
Finding 2:  The Environmental Learning Center Project Costs Were Reasonable 
Compared to the Costs for Other Parks Projects of Similar Scope and Size 
 
Despite the significantly higher-than-estimated total project cost, the per square foot cost for the 
Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center compared favorably to the two other recently 
completed City parks projects of similar scope and size:  the Cal Anderson Shelterhouse at 
Lincoln Reservoir and the Camp Long West Comfort Station.  These projects were selected for 
comparison with the assistance of the Parks Project Management Section.  Although sustainable 
building features were not incorporated into the Anderson Shelterhouse and the Camp Long 
West Comfort Station, both projects have distinct programmatic and design requirements 
comparable to the Environmental Learning Center.  Exhibit 2 below displays the square footage 
and project cost data for the three City parks facilities.  

                                                 
2 Standard building components such as mechanical, heating, and lighting systems can be designed to meet 
sustainability goals and contribute to a building’s LEED rating.  The Department of Parks and Recreation did not 
track or analyze the net costs of LEED components compared to the cost of providing standard building systems for 
this project. 
3 As of May 2003, City departments reported expenditures of $7.54 million to date in LEED design and construction 
elements for eight recently and soon-to-be-completed capital facility projects.  LEED project cost estimates ranged 
up to 4.5 percent of the total project costs reported to the City’s Green Building Team.  All eight of the large-scale 
facilities—the Fisher Pavilion, Seattle Justice Center, Marion O. McCaw Hall, Seattle City Hall, North Cascades 
Environmental Learning Center, Southwest Precinct, Park 90/5 Buildings A, B, and C, and the Central Library—are 
designed to qualify for Silver LEED certification.   
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Exhibit 2 

Comparative Parks Capital Facility Square Foot Cost  

Project Name 
Completion 

Date 
Total 

Project Cost 
Square 
Footage 

Cost Per 
Square Foot 

Carkeek Park Environmental 
Learning Center 2003 

 
 $767,948  1,750 

  
 $439 

Cal Anderson Park Shelterhouse 2003  $1,025,000  1,670  $614 
Camp Long West Comfort Station 2002  $372,556a  688  $542 
Note: The square foot cost is calculated using the total project cost rather than total construction cost, 
consistent with standard LEED methodology. 
a Adjusted to 2003 dollars from $361,881. 
Source: Department of Parks and Recreation Project Management Section, 2003.   

 
As shown in Exhibit 2 above, the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center total square foot 
project cost of $439 was less than both the Cal Anderson Shelterhouse at Lincoln Reservoir 
($614 per square foot) and the Camp Long West Comfort Station ($542 per square foot).4  Thus, 
we concluded that the final project cost of the Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center was 
reasonable. 
   
Finding 3:  Clarification of the City’s Sustainable Building Policy May Be Necessary to 
Assess the Economic Feasibility of LEED Projects 
 
One of the purposes of the City’s Sustainable Building Policy is to demonstrate the City’s 
“commitment to environmental, economic, and social stewardship, [and] to yield cost savings to 
the City taxpayers through reduced operating costs….” Despite this policy direction, City 
departments are not currently required to collect LEED cost data regularly, which makes it 
difficult to evaluate the cost effectiveness of the City’s Sustainable Building Policy.  Since each 
City department is responsible for planning and managing its construction budgets, it is 
important to establish minimum Citywide project cost tracking and reporting guidelines to ensure 
that useful LEED data are consistently available for analysis.  The cost data could then be 
routinely evaluated to assure decision makers that capital projects’ sustainability features yield 
benefits commensurate with City investments.   
 
It should be noted that costs associated with producing a LEED building are not always easy to 
separate from the construction budget.  Some LEED strategies such as salvaging building 
materials from an existing building may actually reduce the project cost.  Other decisions, such 
as incorporating daylighting into a building by selectively locating windows, may not add to the 
project costs, since the construction dollars are strategically used in a way that is mutually 
beneficial to LEED goals and the building program.  Additionally, the design time spent to 
integrate sustainability is difficult to separate from the total design time. 
 
                                                 
 
4 Local architects indicate that a custom house commonly costs $400 or more per square foot to build, including the 
architect’s fees but excluding the land (Renowned architect Jim Cutler teams with packaged-home purveyor Lindal, 
Seattle Times, March 28, 2004:) 
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The City Council may want to consider adopting legislation that requires City departments to 
generate cost data and reports on LEED project elements.  If so, the Office of Sustainability and 
Environment could take the lead in developing a standardized LEED project cost tracking system 
for use by all City departments.  The system should facilitate the future assessment of whether 
the LEED Program not only contributes to the City’s sustainability goals but also results in 
sound capital investments.   
 
Summary 
 
The Environmental Learning Center costs increased from an initial project estimate of $413,956 
to $767,948.  An incomplete initial cost estimate, greater than anticipated construction bids and 
costs, and incrementally higher project design and construction costs for documenting and 
constructing Gold LEED features contributed to the significantly higher project cost.  
Nevertheless, we considered the overall project cost to be reasonable based on comparative cost 
data for other recently constructed Parks capital facilities of similar scope and size. 
 
It is the policy of the Office of City Auditor to provide a final draft to applicable City 
departments for their review and comment, and to request a formal response.  Responses from 
the Department of Parks and Recreation, the Office of Sustainability and Environment, the Fleets 
and Facilities Department, and the Department of Finance are attached as Appendices B through 
E to this memorandum.  The response from the Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project is 
attached as Appendix F. 
 
We appreciate the cooperation of the Department of Parks and Recreation and other City 
management and staff, as well as the Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project, during our 
review of the Environmental Learning Center.  Please contact Megumi Sumitani at 233-1096 or 
me at 233-1096 if you have any questions or would like additional information.  Thank you. 
 
SC:MS:am 
 
 
cc: Mayor Greg Nickels, City of Seattle 

Ken Bounds, Superintendent, Department of Parks and Recreation 
Sarah Welch, Director of Finance and Administration, Department of Parks and Recreation 
Erin Devoto, Director of Planning and Development, Department of Parks and Recreation 
Steve Nicholas, Director, Office of Sustainability and Environment 
Mary Pearson, Acting Director, City of Seattle Fleets and Facilities Department 
Jan Oscherwitz, Assistant Director/CIP Manager, Department of Finance 
Aimee Strasko, Department of Finance, Audit Liaison 
Regina LaBelle, Mayor’s Counsel, City of Seattle 
Nancy Malmgren, Director, Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project 
Yvonne Sanchez, Department Director, Department of Neighborhoods 
City Councilmembers 
Dewayne Pitts, State Auditor’s Office 
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Appendix A 

Carkeek Park Environmental Learning Center 
Cost Summary 

Cost Estimate Increases From Project Inception to Completion Estimated LEEDa Costs  

Source of Data Total Project 
Cost 

Construction 
Costs 

Other Project 
Costs b  LEED Construction LEED 

Documentation 

Project Cost Estimates and Final Costs 
Community’s Original Estimate for 
Preliminary Design (October 15, 1999) $413,956 $284,137 $129,819 $17,000 $6,000 

Adjusted Community Estimate when Parks 
Project Management Section Assumed Lead 
(May 29, 2002) $599,686 

 
$458,319 

 
$141,367 Unknown  $16,000

Parks Project Management Initial Estimate 
(September 11, 2002) $655,606 $453,709 $201,897 Unknown  $38,441
Parks Project Management De-scoped Estimate 
(October 9, 2002) $655,606 c $431,302 

 
$224,304 Unknown  $38,441

Parks Project Management Final Project Cost 
Estimate (November 22, 2002) $775,506 $540,122d $235,384 $19,136e $38,441 

 
$19,136e $38,170e Actual Project Costs (September 12, 2003) $767,948 $565,548 $202,400 

Total Identified LEED $57,306e 
(7% of Total Actual Costs) 

Increase from Community’s Original Estimate to Final Project Cost 

Increase from Community’s Original Estimate 
to Actual Project Cost 

$353,992 
(86%) 

$281,411 
(99%) 

$72,581 
(56%) 

$2,136 
(13%) 

 
$32,170 
(536%) 

 
Percentage of $353,992 Increase 100% 79% 21%  

Increase from Parks Initial Estimate to Final Project Costs 
Increase from Parks Project Management 
Initial Estimate (September 11, 2002) to 
Actual Project Costs 

$112,342 
(17%) 

$111,839 
(25%) 

$503 
(0%) Unknown  ($271)

Percentage of $112,342 Increase 100% 100% 0% Unknown  1%
Notes:  Please see reverse side of appendix. 
Source:  Department of Parks and Recreation Project Management Section, 2003.   
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Notes to Appendix A 
 

a LEED Construction and Documentation Estimated Costs were extracted from (and included in) 
the Construction Costs and Other Project Costs in the shaded columns to the left of heavy 
vertical line. 
 
b Estimated “Other Project Costs” include planning and public involvement costs, design 
contract, in-house design review, permit fees, art allocation, equipment and furnishings, 
inspections, the bid process, in-house construction administration, closeout procedures, 
Washington State sales tax, owner’s contingency funds (including executed change orders), etc. 
 
c Parks’ total project cost estimate of $655,606 remained unchanged after project de-scoping.  
The “other project costs” increased to $224,304 from the September 11, 2002 estimate, with a 
$22,407 increase in project contingency.  Audit staff derived the “other project costs” estimate 
by subtracting Parks’ revised construction cost estimate from the total project cost estimate. 
 
d Construction contractor’s accepted low bid for which the City awarded the contract. 
 
e Extrapolated by the Office of City Auditor from available Parks Department data and from 
Summit, the City’s financial management database.   
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Appendix B 
Response from Department of Parks and Recreation 

 
 
 

 
 
 
April 2, 2004 
 
 
To:  Megumi Sumitani, Office of the City Auditor 
 
From:  Sarah Welch, Director Finance and Administration  
 
Subject:  Carkeek Park Audit Report  
 
The purpose of this memo is to provide you with the Department of Parks and Recreation’s 
response to your final draft audit report that you forwarded to us last week.   
 
We have reviewed the report and do not have any formal comments to provide.  We appreciate 
the time you took with this report and your responsiveness to our questions on earlier drafts of 
the report.   
 
Thank you for your attention to this item.  If you have further questions you can reach me at 684-
7303.   
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Appendix C 
Response from Office of Sustainability and Environment 
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Appendix D 
Response from the Department of Fleets and Facilities 
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Appendix E 
Response from the Department of Finance 
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Appendix F 
Response from the Carkeek Watershed Community Action Project 
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Office of City Auditor’s Report Evaluation Form 

 
FAX...MAIL...CALL… 

HELP US SERVE THE CITY BETTER 
 

Our mission at the Office of City Auditor is to help assist the City in achieving honest, 
efficient management and full accountability throughout the City government.  We service 
the public interest by providing the Mayor, the City Council and City managers with 
accurate information, unbiased analysis, and objective recommendations on how best to 
use public resources in support of the well-being of the citizens of Seattle. 
Your feedback helps us do a better job.  If you could please take a few minutes to fill out the following 
information for us, it will help us assess and improve our work. 

*   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   * 

Report:   

Release Date:   

Please rate the following elements of this report by checking the appropriate box: 

 Too Little Just Right Too Much 
Background Information    
Details    
Length of Report    
Clarity of Writing    
Potential Impact    

 
Suggestions for our report format:    
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Suggestions for future studies:    
  
 
Other comments, thoughts, ideas:    
  
  
 
Name (Optional):  
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Thanks for taking the time to help us. 

Fax:  206/684-0900 
E-Mail:  auditor@seattle.gov 
Mail:  Office of City Auditor, PO Box 94729-4729, Seattle, WA  98124-4729 
Call:  Susan Cohen, City Auditor, 206-233-3801 
www.cityofseattle.net/audit/ 
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